
HOW CAN I BE SURE?
The Questions of Christmas (Part 1)

Text: Luke 1:5-19

The Things We Wonder

We’re going to be talking in this month ahead about the Questions of Christmas. 
It’s a season when we do a lot of wondering, don’t we? Will this Christmas be a 
green one or a snowy one? What gift bring a big smile to that special person’s 
face? What will be under the tree for ME? How will I get everything done? Do I 
even want to know what the credit card statement will say? There are a lot of 
questions this time of year.

The Bible tells us that there were at the first Christmas too. The characters we 
meet in Luke’s account alone raised four provocative questions that people like 
you and me are still asking as we go about our lives, and we’re going to think 
about each of them in weeks ahead. There is Mary’s Question: Is the miraculous 
really possible? There is the question Elizabeth asks: Why would God favor me? 
There’s the Question of the Crowd about Jesus’ cousin John: What will this child 
grow up to be? And, there is Zechariah’s Question – the one we’ll look at today. 

Centuries before the story we read in Luke chapter 1, the prophet Malachi had 
made a BIG promise to the people of Israel. The nation was in serious disarray 
after a series of controversial kingships. The Hebrew people were divided and 
dispirited. The country had become increasingly cut off from its spiritual roots 
and its moral vision was darkening. But Malachi promised that a day was coming 
when “the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings.”  
“Suddenly, the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple” (Mal 4:2).  
And just so that you don’t miss it, “I will send my messenger who will 
prepare the way” (Mal 3:1). And then in his final recorded words -- actually 
the last words in the entire Old Testament – Malachi promises: "Before that 
great… day of the LORD comes… I will send you the prophet Elijah. He 
will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of 
the children to their fathers” (Mal 4:5-6).

The message of the prophet is this: 1. God is going to send a Messiah who will 
make things right. 2. This Messiah will bring tremendous blessing to Israel. 3. 
God’s going to use his followers to bring light to the nations, just like he 
promised to Abraham millennia before. And 4. You will know that this ultimate 
act is beginning, because just before the lights come up on that Messiah, 
another powerful prophet (in the brash style of Elijah) will come out on stage to 
warm up people toward Him.  

This was the promise of God, declared by the prophets and, poetically speaking, 
thousands in Israel lined up to buy tickets for the event. They talked about how 



excited they felt about the concert of the new kingdom soon to start, and then 
they waited as the curtain remained down and the stage stood empty. Between 
the last words of Malachi in the Old Testament and the first words of the New 
Testament, there were four centuries of silence.

When God Is Silent

By the time the curtain opens on Luke 1, most people in Israel had given up on 
God’s promises. Very few folks still expected God to do the kind of wonderful 
things of which Malachi had spoken. But the parents of Zech and Liz here were 
apparently among that remnant of believers. How do we know that? Because 
they named him Zechariah, meaning = “God remembers” and her Elizabeth, 
meaning = “Oath of God” or “God’s promise.”  When the two kids eventually 
met and married, their names together formed the refrain, “God remembers 
God’s promises.”  How many, I wonder, joked about that at their wedding 
reception?  “Sure God remembers his promises. That explains why we’ve got an 
immoral lout like Herod running our country and are paying such heavy taxes to 
Rome. God’s kingdom is at work. His Messiah’s just around the corner. The 
Elijah-like preparer of the way is about to show up. Sure. I think I read that on 
one of those fake news sites.”  

The joke of Zechariah and Elizabeth’s names became even more acute later, as 
Luke 1 makes clear. Luke says: “Both of them were upright in the sight of 
God, observing all the Lord's commandments and regulations 
blamelessly” (Luke 1:6).  You may recall how back in Genesis God had 
promised Abraham: "I am God Almighty; walk before me and be 
blameless. I will confirm my covenant between me and you and will 
greatly increase your numbers… You will be the father of many 
nations” (Gen 17:1-4).  Zechariah and Elizabeth had been as faithful as 
Abraham and Sarah were, “but they had no children, because Elizabeth 
was not able to conceive; and they were both very old.”  In other words, 
not only had something as big as their prayer for a Messiah not been answered, 
but their prayer for something as relatively small (and socially essential) as a 
mere baby had met with total silence from heaven.  

Some of us understand that experience. Sometimes we yearn and pray, or trust 
and obey, and nothing changes. “I thought you promised that you would never 
leave me nor forsake me. I thought you promised that all things would work 
together for the good for those who love you. I thought you promised that those 
who waited on you would have their strength renewed. So why are you silent 
God? Why haven’t you acted? Are you there at all? Sometimes we stand in the 
sandals of Elizabeth and Zechariah. 

And then, one ordinary day, when Zechariah was volunteering at the Temple in 
Jerusalem a messenger from God suddenly appears to Zechariah and tells him: 
“Guess what? God HAS remembered his promises to you and to all of Israel.”  



The last words of Malachi are now being fulfilled: “Your wife Elizabeth will 
bear you a son, and you are to call him John… And he will go on before 
the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the 
parents to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the 
righteous--to make ready a people prepared for the Lord" (Luke 
1:13,17). 

In other words, the Messiah’s Concert is about to begin. And, you know that 
opening act that Malachi foretold? It will be your son. He’s the Voice. Can you 
blame Zechariah for being a little uncertain of this? Can you blame him for asking 
the very first Question of Christmas: “How can I be sure of this?  I am an 
old man and my wife is well along in years” (Luke 1:18). To that, “The 
angel answered, ‘I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I 
have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news” (Luke 
1:19).  

When We Need to Be Silent

Isn’t that just like God? There are times when I have such questions to ask God. 
I want to know where and when and how and why his purposes will be 
accomplished and He simply dodges the questions. He says: “You are on a need 
to know basis with me and you don’t need to know.” That is, basically, what the 
angel Gabriel says here: “I’m speaking on God’s authority. Here’s what you need 
to know. I’m not saying anymore.”  And then the angel confers upon Zechariah 
something which looks like a curse, but which is, actually, a blessing. The angel 
says: “And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day 
this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come 
true at their proper time’" (Luke 1:20). 

There are times when God wants us to speak and act with great passion to 
advance his purposes; but there are also times when just the reverse is true. 
There are seasons when silence is the only appropriate posture before the 
mystery of God’s providence. There are times when you and I need to stop 
talking or kvetching or second-guessing or armchair-coaching God and simply let 
him fulfill his job description. Where might that be true for you or me right now? 
What’s the area of worry or wondering where He is asking us to adopt a posture 
of quiet waiting right now?  Maybe you need to release your white-knuckle grip 
on directing the life of that particular person. Perhaps you need to stop trying to 
over-manage that particular situation. Maybe you don’t need to know right now 
how that particular crisis or circumstance or potential good will turn out. Maybe 
its OK, if we have to wait until Christmas comes. 

He doesn’t often ask people to wait 400 years. Can you dare to trust – as 
Zechariah came to -- that beneath the tree IS a box he has wisely selected, and 
carefully wrapped, in accordance with his perfect purposes? You see, there is 
only one fact of which you CAN absolutely be sure and NEED to be SURE. He is 



GOD. He knows what he’s doing. And as the coming of John the Baptist and 
Jesus after him, and what we’ve just witnessed as a church, in his time and way, 
God often does immeasurably more than all we could ask or imagine. Let’s pray 
together…
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